T he California HealthCare Foundation, based in Oakland, disseminates information aimed at improving health care delivery and financing systems. This group recently published a report, "Improving Drug Prescribing Practices in the Outpatient Setting: A Market Analysis," that describes how technology can improve drug prescribing.
Over three billion prescriptions were written in 1999 for more than 17,000 pharmaceutical products. Improving outpatient prescribing begins with understanding the enormity of information and the inherent deficiencies in prescribing systems and keeping up with current processes. Lack of access to drug and formulary information at the point of care can increase a patient's risk of a drug interaction or adverse event, decrease prescribing efficiency, and increase drug cost.
Technology shows great promise in improving formulary compliance, reducing medication errors, and increasing ease of prescribing through the use of handheld devices. Many technology companies have fallen by the wayside in recent years, but potential remains in those that have survived and in newly emerging companies.
The Foundation's report describes four approaches to improving drug prescribing, discusses obstacles to these approaches, and lists vendors that provide related products and services. The approaches discussed in the report are electronic drug references, integrated drug reference and formulary tools, eprescribing solutions, and integrated electronic medical record (EMR) and eprescribing systems.
Several companies sell electronic medical referencing products, but these products are usually not integrated with formulary information. Drug references alone have little impact on cost and without patient-specific information (ie, medication histories), references cannot maximize drug safety. eProcrates is the only company that provides integrated drug and formulary information.
Formulary information can have a significant impact on drug costs, but again, without patient-specific information, medication safety is reduced. Allscript, PocketScript, and Wellinx are e-prescribing solutions that integrate drug and formulary data and transmit prescriptions to pharmacies and printers. These vendors' products can reduce cost, increase safety, and be implemented without a complete electronic medical record. However, these systems are more expensive than medical referencing products and require integration with the physician's existing system.
Many companies provide integrated EMR and e-prescribing systems. Their impact on efficiency, drug costs, and patient safety is high but their ease of implementation and affordability are low. Many of these systems lack formulary data or handheld options, which limit their use at the point of care.
The Foundation's report discusses the solutions to these barriers and deficiencies devised by four companies -Allscript, eProcrates, PocketScript, and Wellinx. These companies provide fairly easy-to-implement, affordable products that may serve as short-or longer-term choices. The report will be helpful to those trying to improve outpatient medication safety at a relatively reduced cost.
Copies of the report may be obtained by calling 1-888-430-CHCF or online at www.chcf.org. If your health care system is evaluating methods to improve outpatient drug prescribing practices, you should review this report. 
